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dividuals, but by the entire nation, and of which every
citizen must bear the responsibility. The legislator who
prefers death to milder punishments it is within his
power to inflict, outrages every feeling and brutalizes
the people's mind. Such a legislator resembles the cruel
pedagogue who degrades and hardens the mind of his
pupil by frequent use of chastisement. Listen to the
voice of justice and reason! It tells us that human judg-
ments are not sufficiently infallible to permit us to
condemn a man to death. Of what use are sterile regrets,
illusory reparations, which you accord to a vain shadow,
to the insensible remains of your victim?"
War against nearly all Europe—and that most cruel
of all wars, civil war—ultimately made him depart very
far indeed from this humane doctrine.
There took place an historic passage at arms between
him and Barnave concerning the ballot for the free
mulattos of San Domingo. "Do you want colonies, yes
or no?" Barnave shouted at him, and received the
answer: "Perish the colonies if we must sacrifice to
them our glory, our honour, our liberty of action!"
The debate resulted in a great loss of popularity for
Barnave, while the Lameths—who were among the
largest property owners of San Domingo—condemned
themselves by their silence. Fauchet, commenting on
Robespierre's speech in his paper, The Iron Mouth,
exclaimed: "How great he was by the side of these bar-
terers of human flesh that spoke before and after him!"
Yet, when one analyses Robespierre's speech on this
occasion, one will notice that his "Perish the colonies!"
was pure rhetoric. In reality he did not wish the colonies
to "perish". He wished it so little that he carefully
abstained from demanding—as Brissot did in his news-
paper—that slavery be abolished. All he asked was that
it be not recognized constitutionally. This moderation

